In this issue we have a special section with the title 'Strengthening the links between nutrition and health outcomes and agricultural research', which has been guest edited by Margaret Gill and Anna Herforth. I shall leave the introduction to the 11 papers comprising this section to the authors of the first paper, which has the same title as the section.
The special section is followed by 10 original papers, a meeting report and three book reviews. In the first paper, Sheryl Hendriks argues that food insecurity should be viewed as a continuum with starvation at one extreme and complete food security at the other. She points out that people are not static in the continuum but may move along it over time: those facing increasing difficulties in obtaining access to food moving towards the starvation end and those who are finding it easier progressing towards complete food security. People who may have been suddenly shifted along the continuum to the severe end owing to physical, biological, economic or political shocks clearly require urgent aid to return them to a better situation, but the long term aim should always be to help people along the continuum towards the ideal of complete food security.
The next four papers are all concerned with food security or the lack of it in four different countries, China, Bangladesh, South Africa and Ethiopia. Xiaoxing Qi and co-authors identified floods, drought, hail and frost as the physical environment factors which could cause food insecurity in China. The damage done to crops by these was averaged for the period 1986-2011 and the results used to predict China's selfsufficiency in food. The authors conclude that, as long as damage does not exceed this average, China could guarantee 90 % self-sufficiency in food up to 2020.
Mohammed Mainuddin and Mac Kirby review the likely trends in population growth and food preferences of Bangladeshis up to 2050. They come to the upbeat conclusion that the demand for both rice and wheat would be unlikely to exceed supply and that there could be substantial surpluses of both.
Lovemore Musemwa and co-authors studied the food insecurity of 150 households in the Eastern Cape Province, the poorest Province of South Africa. They found that about twothirds of the households were severely food insecure and the main reason for this was the abandonment of their own food production. As a result, most households were dependent on government social grants. The majority of households relied on borrowing from shops against future payment as a coping strategy but this and other strategies had detrimental long-term effects. The authors conclude that food security in rural South Africa can only be improved by increasing per capita incomes or ensuring that households were able to produce their own food through farming.
Julia Matz and co-authors investigated the short-term impact of price shocks on food security in urban and rural Ethiopia. They found strategies for coping with increases in cereal prices were cutting down on the number of meals consumed and eating foods that were less preferred. Those most severely affected were the urban rather than the rural poor.
The remaining five papers are all concerned in different ways with the improvement of food security. Michael Kidoido and Luke Korir ask if low-income households in Tanzania benefit financially and nutritionally from dairy production and dairy innovation. They found that consumption of dairy products was associated with reduction in stunting and wasting but the effect was small. This rather disappointing result was attributed to the reliance of low-income households on low productivity dairy animals and the comparative disadvantage of these households in accessing and using inputs, output markets and services. They suggest that the situation could be improved by increasing access to markets and services and recommend that interventions should incorporate strong gender awareness in order to ensure that benefits were shared equitably among household members.
Joanne Arsenault and co-authors examined the nutritional adequacy of food supplies of three countries, Bangladesh, Senegal and Cameroon. Vitamins A and C, riboflavin, folate, calcium and zinc were deficient in Bangldesh and Senegal and vitamin A, calcium and zinc were deficient in Cameroon. Crops that could help to make good these deficiencies with the minimal use of additional agricultural land were determined using linear programming models. Carrots and guava fitted these criteria for vitamins A and C and, to some extent, legumes and green leafy vegetables for folate but these required increased land. The authors recommend consideration of the potential for currently available crops and crop diversification to improve nutrient adequacy.
Stem borers and the parasitic weed, Striga, can cause complete loss of maize and sorghum on the African continent. A remarkable technique for their control, termed push-pull, has been pioneered by the International Centre for Insect Physiology and Ecology (icipe) in Kenya and Rothamsted Research UK. This consists of growing companion crops that either attract or repel stem borers. Attraction of the adult moths is provided by such plants as Napier grass which is grown as a border around the cereal crops and acts as a decoy and repellent species such as Desmodium that are grown between the rows of the cereals. Desmodium suppresses Striga and has the added advantage of improving soil fertility as it is able to fix nitrogen. Alice Murage and co-authors were concerned that the current companion crops were not sufficiently 'climate smart' to be effective in drier areas where Striga is spreading rapidly. They therefore used drought tolerant plants as companion crops and tested their potential for adoption in Kenya, Tanzania and Ethiopia. The results were excellent with an average of 87.8 % adoption and a marginal rate of return of 109.2 % for sorghum and 143.4 % for maize.
Water and the power supply needed for pumping it for irrigation purposes are often in short supply and expensive, respectively, in India. Jeetendra Aryal and co-authors demonstrate economies of both in laser leveled fields over traditionally leveled fields in north-west India. Also, when fields were sown to a rice-wheat system, farmers benefited by increased yields valued at USD 143.5/ha/yr.
In the final original paper of this issue, Afton Halloran and co-authors point out that, although the human consumption of insects is prevalent and part of the culture of some countries, there are few regulations in place to protect the consumer. Although food safety is an important concern, they state that it should not be allowed to undermine conservation, traditional food culture, food security and potential economic development.
William Masters and co-authors report on a 1 day conference of policy practitioners and others, held on December 11th in Washington DC, which was designed to seek policy levers that would improve nutrition in Africa and Asia. Four main areas were discussed: agricultural production and nutritional quality; post-harvest handling, processing and food safety; markets, nutrition security and food access; and cross-cutting issues such as gender, climate and resilience.
'A Handbook on Food: Demand, Supply, Sustainability and Security' edited by Raghbendra Jha, Raghav Gaiha and Anil B. Deolalikar is reviewed by Ulrike Grote. She found the book a rich compendium of information about food, with specific topics easily retrieved from an index. However, the strong regional focus on Asia and the comparative neglect of the African continent is unfortunate.
'Feeding 9 Billion -the contribution of new genetic technologies to global food production' edited by Peter Evans and colleagues is favourably reviewed by Jonathan Gressel. A novel feature of the book is that it comes with an ultra-thin USB thumb drive, which contains 11 short audio interviews of experts with Peter Evans. It is suggested that these could be used as starting points for class discussions.
Jonathan Ingram reviews Sustainability: A history by Jeremy L Caradonna, which he clearly found fascinating and illuminating and from which he takes various quotations. The one that stood out for me is that of the Iroquois Confederacy's 'thousand-year-old' oral constitution: 'In every deliberation, we must consider the impact on the seventh generation' -perhaps a salient thought on which to end this editorial.
